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Remembering Slavery on Screen: Paul Robeson in The Song of Freedom (1936) 
 
Abstract 
This article examines cinematic remembrances of the Atlantic slave trade through the 
lens of Paul Robeson-starring British film The Song of Freedom (1936). An 
exceptional visualization of the horrors of the Middle Passage in transatlantic interwar 
cinema, the production nevertheless recapitulates an abolitionist visual paradigm 
characterized by lacunae and distortion. Yet, it also serves as an exploration of 
African independHQFH GULYHQ E\ 5REHVRQ¶V VHOI-reflexive performance, demand for 
VFULSWDSSURYDODQGVWDUGRP5REHVRQ¶VPHDVXUHRIDXWKRULDOLQIOXHQFHRYHUWKHILOP
represents a unique instance in British cinema in which a Black performer was able to 
reframe dehumanizing representations of historical Black experiences into a hopeful 
vision of an independent Black future. 
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On the cover of the pressbook for the 1936 British film The Song of Freedom, a group 
RI %ODFN PHQ PDUFKHV VLQJOH ILOH DV LI FKDLQHG WRJHWKHU 7KH ILJXUHV¶ GRZQFDVW
loincloth-clad bodies are taken from a montage sequence early in the production 
which depicts more than one hundred years of transatlantic slavery.  Behind the men, 
DZKLWHRYHUVHHUFUDFNVKLVZKLSZKLFKUHQGHUVWKHILJXUHV¶HQVODYHPHQWXQHTXLYRFDO
and points up their abjection.  A rare exception to enduring erasures of the Atlantic 
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slave trade from UK and US cinema, the image and film that it advertises nevertheless 
capitulate to a dominant visual paradigm in which those in bondage were 
dehumanized as passive victims dependent for emancipation on white abolitionist 
intervention.  And yet, such a reading is complicated by the presence in the 
IRUHJURXQGRIWKHILOP¶VVWDUWKH$IULFDQ$PHULFDQDUWLVWDQGDFWLYLVW3DXO5REHVRQ
who marches before the men to lead them to freedom.  The position and stance of 
Robeson, who was himself the son of a man who escaped from slavery, allude to 
historically elided feats of slave heroism whilst simultaneously invoking the 
possibility of African political self-determination.  Such an image is extraordinary 
given The Song of Freedom¶VVWDWXVDVDPDLQVWUHDPILOPPDGHDWWKHKHLJKWand heart 
of the British Empire.  Visual references to 5REHVRQ¶V VWDUGRP SOD\ LQWR KLV
SURMHFWLRQ RI %ODFN KHURLVP  7KH DFWRU KROGV DORIW D EDQQHU WKDW UHDGV µ7+(
0,*+7<3$8/52%(621¶DQGZHDUVWKHPLOLWDU\DWWLUHRIKLVEHVW-known role, the 
emperor in EuJHQH 2¶1HLOO¶V VWDJH SOD\ The Emperor Jones (1920).  The costume 
HPSKDVL]HV 5REHVRQ¶V DXWKRULW\ DQG WUDQVIRUPV WKH SOD\¶V GHSLFWLRQ RI D GHVSRWLF
%ODFNUXOHULQWRDFHOHEUDWLRQRI5REHVRQ¶VHPERGLPHQWRI%ODFNLQGHSHQGHQFH 
5REHVRQ¶V LQWHUYHQWLRQ LQ The Song of Freedom should be understood as a 
GHOLEHUDWH QHJRWLDWLRQ RI D OLPLWHG FLQHPDWLF HQJDJHPHQW ZLWK VODYHU\¶V PHPRU\ WR
nevertheless foster a radical aesthetics of Black subjecthood and challenge historical 
constructions of enslaved men and women in British visual culture.  The film 
HQFDSVXODWHVDZLGHUWUHDWPHQWRIVODYHU\LQ5REHVRQ¶VWUDQVDWODQWLFVFUHHQFDUHHULQ
which remembrances of the practice are allowed to exist only as censored traces in 
cinematic visual narratives.  Such treatment points to an enduring obfuscation of 
VODYHU\¶V OHJDFLHV LQ 86 DQG 8. LQWHUZDU FLQHPD D FXOWXUDO HOLVLRQ RI KLVWRULFDO
wrongdoing that continues to endure.  Yet, if the film participates in a deliberate 
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forgetting of white culpability in the Atlantic slave trade in British visual culture, it 
nevertheless serves as the point of entry for a cinematic exploration of an independent 
Black future and therefore as a subtle counterpoint to slavery-derived representations 
RI%ODFNOLYHV6XFKDYLVLRQLVGULYHQE\5REHVRQ¶VVelf-reflexive performance and 
XQXVXDOO\ KLJK OHYHO RI FRQWURO RYHU KLV VFUHHQ LPDJH DQG WKH ILOP¶V VFULSW  %\
allowing Robeson a measure of authorial influence, The Song of Freedom represents a 
unique instance in British cinema in which a Black performer was able to reframe 
dehumanizing representations of historical Black experiences into a hopeful vision of 
an independent Black future.  That the film nevertheless capitulates to dominant racial 
SDUDGLJPVVKRXOGEHXQGHUVWRRGZLWKLQ5REHVRQ¶VQHHGWRHQJDJH pragmatically with 
dominant cultural frameworks to achieve the widest possible platform for his 
construction of dignified and independent Black subjecthood. 
The Song of Freedom, a Lion-Hammer production, was released in the midst 
RI 5REHVRQ¶V GHFDGH-long UK sojourn in the 1930s.  One of eight British films to 
feature Robeson during this period and the first of two by British director J. Elder 
:LOOV WKH RWKHU EHLQJ ¶V Big Fella, the production has only recently begun to 
receive scholarly consideration.  Nevertheless, its cultural impact was substantial and 
wide-ranging: it was an international commercial success and enjoyed a cinematic re-
release in the UK ten years after its original screening.i  Moreover, it is historically 
significant as a cinematic reimagining of Atlantic slavery in British cinema.  As 
UHFHQWO\DVKLVWRULDQ-HIIUH\5LFKDUGVREVHUYHGWKDWWKHSURGXFWLRQµXQLTXHO\LQ
British films depicts the horrors of the eighteenth-century slave trade as well as its 
DEROLWLRQLQ¶ii  That the film was released in the US only in Black movie houses 
is indicative of its radical deviation from a then-pervasive Hollywood falsification of 
slave history characterized by benevolent slave owners and happy slaves.iii  Yet, as we 
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will see, The Song of Freedom¶VUHPHPEUDQFHRIVODYHU\LVDOVRPLVUHSUHVHQWDWLYHLW
invests in dominant cultural distortions by reducing the practice to a simplistic and 
dehumanizing visual paradigm.  This is not to suggest that cultural re-enactments of 
slavery could possibly hope to recreate its complex human realities, especially when 
such re-enactments are fleeting, audiences are almost always physically removed 
from the original event, and survivor testimonies of experiences such as the Middle 
Passage, which comprises much RI WKH ILOP¶V YLVLRQ RI VODYHU\ DUH UDUHiv  
Nevertheless, the film evidences the limited extent to which interwar British culture, a 
society underpinned by colonialism and threatened by fascism, chose to memorialize 
its slave past.  What such cultural remembrances help to recover, therefore, is the 
ways in which a society chooses to speak its history, as well as what it chooses to 
misremember or forget. 
And yet, The Song of Freedom also functions as a site in which such cultural 
remembrances can be called into question and even transgressed.  Unlike single-
authored still images, a film features numerous authorial voices and therefore has the 
potential for multivocality; that is, different players can potentially influence the 
finished product, allowing the SRWHQWLDOIRUGHYLDWLRQIURPWKHSURGXFWLRQ¶VLQWHQGHG
visual and narrative framework.  In her consideration of cinematic reconstructions of 
WKH$WODQWLFVODYH WUDGH1DWDOLH=HPRQ'DYLVDUJXHV WKDW µKLVWRULFDO ILOPVFDQEHD
thought experiment about the SDVWLQYROYLQJPDQ\SDUWLFLSDQWV¶DQGWKDW 
What the film looks and sounds like will depend on small decisions from 
many sources ± including the interpretive performance of the actors 
(tightly controlled by some directors, given free rein by others), the style 
of the directors of photography and music, unexpected events during 
filming, and post-editing interventions by producers.v 
)RU'DYLVWKHUHIRUHDILOP¶VQXPHURXVDXWKRULDOYRLFHVLQFOXGLQJWKRVHRILWVDFWRUV
can play a role in shaping its visual narrative, which can in turn lead to complex and 
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creative engagements with the past on screen.  In The Song of Freedom, Robeson not 
RQO\ VWDUUHG LQ EXW DOVR DSSURYHG WKH ILOP¶V VFULSW ZKLFK DIIRUGHG KLP VXEVWDQWLDO
input into the production.  As we will sHH 5REHVRQ¶V DXWKRULDO DQG SHUIRUPDWLYH
presence in the film allows for self-reflexivity and subversion, facilitating a challenge 
to white mainstream histories of slavery and its aftermath. 
The production begins on Casanga, a fictional island off the west coast of 
Africa, in 1700.  In a community not yet affected by slavery, a despotic ruler, Queen 
Zinga, puts to death a man who has dared to threaten her throne and her teenage son 
and his girlfriend flee with a royal medallion.  Encountering a docked slave ship, they 
plead with its captain to let them board.  The audience witnesses their horror as they 
enter the crowded ship and walk pass chained, abject bodies.  A montage sequence 
conveys the servitude to which their descendants are subjected as the medallion is 
passed down the generations.  The action then shifts to 1930s London and the life of a 
Black dockworker with exceptional vocal talents, John Zinga (Robeson), who has 
inherited the medallion and yearns to trace his ancestry.  Discovered by chance while 
singing on the docks, he quickly becomes an international opera star. After 
SHUIRUPLQJ RQVWDJH LQ µ7KH %ODFN (PSHURU¶ D UROH PRGHOHG RQ WKH  RSHUDWLF
version of The Emperor Jones, Zinga recites in half-remembered form an ancestral 
VRQJWKHµVRQJRIIUHHGRP¶RIWKHILOP¶VWLWOHDQGDQDXGLHQFHPHPEHULGHQWLILHVKLP
as a descendant of the rulers of Casanga.  Zinga and his wife Ruth (Elisabeth Welch) 
WUDYHO WR WKH LVODQG WR FODLP =LQJD¶V KHULWDJH DQG µFLYLOL]H¶ LWV WULEH  +RZHYHU WKH
witch doctor-governed community takes umbrage at their interventions.  Faced with 
WKH LPPLQHQW H[HFXWLRQ RI KLV ZLIH IRU EUHDFKLQJ &DVDQJD¶V DUFKDLF JHQGHU FRGHV
=LQJD ILQDOO\ UHFDOOV WKH µVRQJ RI IUHHGRP¶ LQ LWV HQWLUHW\ ZKLFK OHDGV WR KLV
recognition as the communit\¶V ULJKWIXO UXOHU  =LQJD WKHQ FKRRVHV WR FRPELQH KLV
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kingship with his operatic career, using his earnings to bring aid and governance to 
the island. 
If the narrative degrades Black cultures in its crude depiction of African 
VRFLHWDOµEDFNZDUGQHVV¶UDGLcal aesthetic implications are nevertheless evident in the 
ILOP¶V PHPRULDO WR WKH $WODQWLF VODYH WUDGH ZKLFK UHSUHVHQWV D UDUH DQG H[WUHPHO\
early attempt to recreate cinematically the atrocities of the practice onscreen.  As 
4XHHQ=LQJD¶VVRQDQGJLUOIULend board the slave ship, a camera shot from the hold 
reveals dozens of chained hands raised in supplication.  Moans and cries are heard 
from the captives.  An overhead shot captures an African trader as he brings his whip 
down on the captives when they disobey his orders to be silent.  The camera then 
follows the young pair inside the hold as they walk past chained bodies, recording in 
close-up their looks of horrified realization and fear together with the despondency of 
WKH VKLS¶V KXPDQ FDUJR  7KH VKDGRw of a seemingly endless trail of bodies is 
SURMHFWHG RQWR WKH VKLS¶V VDLOV ZKLFK DFNQRZOHGJHV WKH YDVW QXPEHUV RI SHRSOH
subjected to the Middle Passage.  In subsequent footage presented in a series of short 
edits, figures marching in different directions are overlaid with one another, 
reinforcing the vision of slavery as an endless cycle of suffering.  The overall effect to 
WKH YLHZHU LV MROWLQJ DQG WKH VHTXHQFH¶V IUDJPHQWDU\ YLVXDO DQG QDUUDWLYH WHFKQLTXH
hints at the ruptured lives of those enslaved as well as the impossibility of recovering 
voices missing from the historical record.  In a particularly evocative shot, three tiers 
of bodies are shown walking in opposite directions, with another line of bodies 
superimposed over them, overlaid in turn with the figure of a Black slaver who cracks 
his whip.  The date shifts forward fifty years, transporting the viewer to a scene in 
which grieving relatives remove the medallion from a worn-out corpse, presumably 
4XHHQ =LQJD¶V VRQ  7KH SDVVLQJ RI WKH ILOP¶V RUiginal protagonist so early in the 
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narrative serves as a shocking reminder for audiences that, for the majority of 
enslaved men and women, the only escape was death.  The date shifts forward another 
fifty years to 1800 and, in another evocative image, a man naked from the waist up 
and perhaps chained rests against a wall.  His demeanor indicates despair.  Overlaying 
all of this footage is a close-up shot of the medallion, the one constant image in a 
montage depicting more than two hundred years of transatlantic slavery. 
7KHVHTXHQFH¶VIUDFWXUHGIRRWDJHFRQIURQWVYLVXDOO\WKHDWURFLWLHVRIVODYHU\DW
the same time that it hints at the problems of remembrance.  In so doing, the film 
presents a striking contrast to deliberate US cinematic distortions and elisions of 
VODYHU\¶VPHPRU\6XFKDFRQWUDVWLVH[HPSOLILHGE\WKHDEVHQFHRIUHIHUHQFHVWRWKH
SUDFWLFHLQ5REHVRQ¶VRQO\VWDUULQJ86IHDWXUHThe Emperor Jones (1933).  A black-
cast production made outside of Hollywood, The Emperor Jones represented a 
perhaps unique attempt by 1930s US cinema to visualize the psychological legacy of 
VODYHU\  ,Q2¶1HLOO¶VRULJLQDO VWDJHSOD\ DV -RQHV¶VGHWKURQHG HPSHURU DWWHPSWV WR
evade his revolting subjects, he hallucinates that he is trapped on an auction block and 
slave ship.  In its portrayal of a despotic Black ruler of a Caribbean island, the work 
also drew on the experiences of Haiti, which became a Black republic following a 
slave revolt in 1791, thus alluding to historical acts of white oppression and the 
possibility of Black retribution.  However, the final cut of the film omits slavery 
HQWLUHO\  -RQHV¶V LPDJLQHGHQFRXQWHUVZLWKDQ DXFWLRQEORFNDQGVODYHVKLSDUHQRW
VKRZQ  $V 5LFKDUG '\HU KDV REVHUYHG µWKH ILOP HPSWLHV WKH SOD\ RI LWV KLVWRULFDO
dimension, of WKHUHDOLW\RIEODFNRSSUHVVLRQ¶vi  Such sequences were filmed, but the 
+D\V 2IILFH +ROO\ZRRG¶V RIILFLDO UHJXODWRU\ ERG\ IURP WKH V WKURXJK WR WKH
1960s, ordered them to be removed and the footage is now thought to be lost, which 
signals a deliberate SROLFLQJRIVODYHU\¶VPHPRU\LQ86YLVXDOFXOWXUH%\FRQWUDVW
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The Song of Freedom visually confronts historical realities of Black oppression and 
does so in a manner that forces viewers to recognize slavery as an inescapable cycle 
of violence and exploitation.  Whilst The Emperor Jones evidences a concerted effort 
to excise the memory of slavery from US cinema, The Song of Freedom suggests that 
the 1930s British film industry was willing to confront the injustices of its slave trade 
heritage. 
Yet, The Song of Freedom¶V VODYHU\ VHTXHQFH VKRXOG VWLOO EH XQGHUVWRRG
within a British cultural tendency towards obfuscation, and even willful 
misremembering, of the practice.  In a study of representations of slavery in British 
visual culture, Marcus Wood identifieVµDEULOOLDQWO\FRQVWUXFWHGDHVWKHWLFV\VWHPIRU
the control of white guilt and black suffering and for the disguise of white culpability 
DQGEODFNRXWUDJH¶vii  Despite acknowledging the physical brutalities of slavery, white 
accountability is visually negated in the film: Black traders perform most acts of 
violence and white abolitionists are credited with ending the trade.  Near the 
PRQWDJH¶V FRQFOXVLRQ D ZKLWH DEROLWLRQLVW LV VKRZQ VWDQGLQJ RQ D SODWIRUP DQG
appealing to a crowd.  Behind him, a giant siJQ UHDGV µ$%2/,6+ 7+( 6/$9(
75$'(¶LQDYLVXDODJJUDQGL]HPHQWRIWKHZKLWHDEROLWLRQPRYHPHQWV¶HPDQFLSDWRU\
influence.  The sequence therefore dehumanizes enslaved men and women as passive 
objects in the abolition of slavery while exonerating British society from its 
UHVSRQVLELOLW\IRUWKHSUDFWLFHE\SRVLWLRQLQJLWVFLWL]HQVXOWLPDWHO\DVWKHµVDYLRUV¶RI
those held in bondage.  Such a vision is compounded by the resignation of the 
enslaved men in the earlier footage and a subsequent shot in which Black men wait 
patiently to have their chains broken.  White moral innocence and perceived Black 
ZHDNQHVVDUHHPSKDVL]HGIXUWKHUE\WKHIDFWWKDWDSDUWIURP3ULQFH=LQJD¶VJLUOIULHQG
who boards the slave ship willingly, if innocently, there are no women or children in 
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the montage.  Such an omission can be read as an attempt to avoid capitulating to the 
pornographic thematics of a great deal of nineteenth-century abolitionist visual 
PDWHULDO LQ ZKLFK YLROHQFH LQIOLFWHG RQ HQVODYHG PHQ DQG ZRPHQ¶V ERGLHV ZDV
consWUXFWHG DV VH[XDOL]HG GLVSOD\ IRU ZKLWH YLHZHUV¶ SOHDVXUH  1HYHUWKHOHVV E\
omitting women from the historical record, the film occludes crimes such as sexual 
violence and family displacement and emasculates those who had the misfortune to be 
caught.  None of the enslaved men is shown being captured, allowing them to be read 
as prisoners of war and thus as African soldiers unable to defend themselves against 
superior European power.  Further, freedom is depicted within an enduring visual 
tradition, identifLHG E\ :RRG ZKLFK VLWXDWHV LW DV DQ µLPPHGLDWH H[WUDYDJDQW DQG
SHUPDQHQW JLIW IURP WKH VODYH SRZHU WR WKH VODYH SRSXODWLRQV¶ IRRWDJH RI D SLOH RI
broken chains together with a sudden narrative shift to 1930s London presents 
abolition as sudden and complete.viii  7KHHFRQRPLFDQG VRFLDO VWUXJJOHVRI=LQJD¶V
recently freed ancestors are not shown. 
The sequence does hint at Black participation in the end of the trade and 
enduring social struggles, but only obliquely.  In acknowledging 1838 as year in 
which British slavery finally came to an end, the film points up the flaws in recent 
cultural fixations on 1807, the year of the Slave Trade Act, which ended the British 
slave trade but not slavery.  It also highlights the limitations of the 1834 Slavery 
Abolition Act, which passed abolition into law but did not immediately end slavery.  
Instead, in a legal move intended to last until 1840, enslaved men and women in the 
&DULEEHDQRYHU WKHDJHRI VL[ZHUH UHGHVLJQDWHG µDSSUHQWLFHV¶DQG IRUFHG WRHQGXUH
continued deprivations.  However, they resisted their mistreatment, forcing the British 
government, which feared rebellion, to end the system two years early.  Despite The 
Song of Freedom¶V H[FHSWLRQDO VWDWXV DV D FLQHPDWLF PHPRULDOL]DWLRQ WR WKRVH ZKR
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endured the Atlantic slave trade, it is therefore ultimately extremely limited in its 
acknowledgement of white culpability and draws on a tendency in nineteenth-century 
abolitionist propaganda to render its subjects abject, thus dehumanizing enslaved men 
and women and obscuring their manifold struggles.  The film shows how interwar 
British culture inherited and capitulated to a nineteenth-century abolitionist visual 
paradigm characterized by lacunae and distortion.  Moreover, it points to 
unwillingness by a leading colonial empire to explore culturally moral issues 
underpinning its ongoing colonial presence in Africa, the Caribbean and elsewhere. 
If The Song of Freedom fails to rewrite dominant historical narratives of white 
DOWUXLVPDQG%ODFNYLFWLPKRRG5REHVRQ¶VSDUWLFLSation in and influence over the film 
nevertheless challenge these representations, enabling him to present a subtle 
cinematic counterpoint to such imagery and, in turn, British imperialism.  The film 
ZDV PDGH DW WKH KHLJKW RI 5REHVRQ¶V %ULWLVK VFUHHQ FDUHHr and represents a rare 
instance of Black stardom in 1930s mainstream film.  By the 1950s, barred from US 
television and denied a passport for his perceived communist sympathies, Robeson 
was prohibited from engaging with the moving image.  Yet, in the 1930s he was 
internationally famous and enjoyed a path-breaking transatlantic film career.  
Historian Stephen Bourne recently observed that a second Black actor has still to 
achieve star status in British films.ix  The production is even more unusual for 
affording Robeson some control over his image.  The Song of Freedom¶VYLVLRQRID
Black dockworker who travels to Africa to become the successful leader of his 
DQFHVWUDO KRPHODQG VKRXOGEHXQGHUVWRRGDV5REHVRQ¶V UHVSRQVH WR WKHFULWLFLVPKH
received for his first major British film, Sanders of the River (1935), in which he 
played an African tribal leader who supports colonialism.  This cinematic experience 
precipitated an attempt to secure greater control over his screen image and The Song 
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of Freedom was the first film in which he made approval of the script and takes of his 
songs part of his contract.  In contrast to Sanders, The Song of Freedom enables the 
actor to take on the role of the rightful ruler of an African community and Robeson 
imbues his performance ZLWK DXWKRULW\ DQG GLJQLW\  5REHVRQ¶V UHFRJQLWLRQ RI WKH
social significance of his role is evident in contemporary interviews.  8SRQWKHILOP¶V
release, he declared that,  
µ6RQJ2I)UHHGRP¶LVDNLQGRIWHVWSLHFH,WJLYHVPHDreal part for the 
first WLPH«7KHVWRU\SUHVHQWVPHDVDUHDOPDQ± no more romanticised 
than a white man would be in a similar role.  It is the first step in my effort 
to break down the prejudice that somehow Negroes must always be 
µGLIIHUHQW¶RQWKHVFUHHQx 
As we will see, such a depiction counters the distortions of Black lives seen in the 
slavery montage.  It allows Robeson to present an image of Black leadership and self-
sufficiency, thus problematizing the earlier scenes of Black abjection and in turn 
questioning the righWHRXVQHVVRI%ULWDLQ¶VFRORQLDOSUHVHQFHLQ$IULFD 
7KHVZHUHDQLPSRUWDQWSHULRGLQWKHGHYHORSPHQWRI5REHVRQ¶VSROLWLFDO
and cultural identity.  The performer spent most of the decade living in the UK, a 
period of his life that has yet to receive substantive scholarly attention but which 
nonetheless engendered a cultural appreciation of African societies and a political 
awakening in which he came to view the legacy of slavery and the status of colonized 
peoples as equivalent, thus becoming a vocal supporter of anticolonialism and 
ZRUNHUV¶ULJKWV,QKLVDXWRELRJUDSK\Here I Stand5REHVRQZURWHWKDWµ,WZDV
in London, in the years that I lived among the people of the British Isles and traveled 
back and forth to many other lands, that my outlooNRQZRUOGDIIDLUVZDVIRUPHG¶xi  
Whilst living in the UK, Robeson explored the richness of African languages at the 
School of Oriental Studies and forged friendships with African students and 
intellectuals.  His wife Eslanda trained as an anthropologist at the London School of 
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Economics, specializing in the work of Ugandan herdswomen, and journeyed through 
WKH FRQWLQHQW ZLWK WKH FRXSOH¶V HLJKW-year-old son, Pauli, as soon as The Song of 
Freedom was completed.xii  Robeson had hoped to visit Africa at this time but filming 
commitments prevented him from doing so.  When he made The Song of Freedom, 
WKHVWDUWKHUHIRUHXQGHUVWRRGWKDWWKHFRQWLQHQWZDVQRWLQQHHGRIµXSOLIW¶EXWWKDWWKH
world had a tremendous amount to learn from African societies.  Shortly before 
filming The Song of FreedomKHUHPDUNHGWKDWµ,EHOLHYHLWZRXOGEHDJRRGWKLQJ
for the American Negro to have more consciousness of his African tradition, to be 
proud of it.  Africa has contributed great culture to the world, and will continue to do 
VR¶xiii Robeson sought to challenge slavery-derived caricatures of Black identities.  
He hoped to reframe cinematic racial codes and draw attention to the cultural and 
social sophistication of African societies. 
5REHVRQ¶VDVVRFLDWLRQZLWKDQWL-colonial intellectuals such as Jomo Kenyatta, 
Nnamdi Azikiwe and C. L. R. James in London shaped his growing understanding of 
continuums between slavery, colonialism and fascism.  He equated slavery with 
fascism at a benefit concert for Spanish refugee children at LondRQ¶V$OEHUW+DOO LQ
1937, and, in an interview with socialist magazine The Millgate the following year, 
linked slavery to the oppressions endured by those living under colonial rule.xiv  
Recalling that his father, William Drew Robeson, had been born into slavery, he 
declared that, 
I got a better deal, but not the people I came from.  For them things got 
worse, in fact.  They are prevented from joining trade unions, and are shot 
down, as in Jamaica and Trinidad.  There is no extension of democracy 
for them; thLQJVRQWKHFRQWUDU\DUHEHLQJWLJKWHQHGXS¶xv  
Ashley Dawson has identified a growing anti-LPSHULDO FRQVFLRXVQHVV LQ 5REHVRQ¶V
%ULWLVK ILOPV DVVHUWLQJ WKDW WKH\ µDUWLFXODWHG D UDGLFDO SROLWLFDO DHVWKHWLFV WKDW
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resonated with audiences galvanized by the rise of fascism in Europe and the 
LQWHQVLILFDWLRQRILPSHULDOLVPDURXQGWKHZRUOG¶xvi  The year before making The Song 
of Freedom, Robeson encountered fascism firsthand when he found himself 
surrounded by a mob of Nazi Brownshirts at a Berlin train station.  Equally 
significantly, The Song of Freedom was made in 1936, the year that Roberto 
Mussolini invaded Ethiopia, the last remaining independent state in Africa.  In 
January of that year, Robeson expressed his support for an independent African 
future, assHUWLQJ WKDW µ7KH$IULFDQ VWDWHVZLOO EH IUHH VRPHGD\¶ DQGHYHQGDUHG WR
VSHFXODWHRQWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIDµVXGGHQRYHUWXUQ¶RI(XURSHDQFRORQLDOLVPxvii 
5REHVRQ¶V YRFDO DVVHUWLRQ RI $IULFDQ FXOWXUDO DQG SROLWLFDO VRSKLVWLFDWLRQ
contrasted with The Song of Freedom¶V GLVWRUWHG UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ RI SDVW DQG SUHVHQW
%ODFNH[SHULHQFHV7KHILOP¶VYLVLRQRID%ULWLVK-educated Black man who travels to 
$IULFDWRµHQOLJKWHQ¶WKHVXSHUVWLWLRXVµQDWLYHV¶UHSHDWVSanders of the River¶VFRORQLDO
IDQWDV\RIWKHFRQWLQHQW¶VSHRSOHV,WHQDFWVDFXOWXUDOHOLVLRQRI%ULWDLQ¶VOHDGLQJUROH
in the slave trade and other acts of wrongdoing on the continent by positioning the 
QDWLRQ¶VYDOXHVDVµFLYLOL]LQJ¶DQG$IULFDQVRFLHWLHVDVLQFDSDEOHRIVHOI-government.  
In his Millgate interview, Robeson expressed shame that his cultural visibility had 
seemingly done nothing to halt colonial oppression.  Explaining the reasons for a 
WHPSRUDU\ WXUQ DZD\ IURP FRPPHUFLDO ILOPV DQG SOD\V WR ZRUN ZLWK /RQGRQ¶V
working-class Unity theatre just a year after making The Song of Freedom, he 
FRQFOXGHGELWWHUO\WKDWµ0\SHUVRQDOVXFFHVVDVDQDUWLVWHKDVQRWKHOSHG>WKHSHRSOH,
FDPH IURP@ « , IRXQG P\VHOI DFWLQJ LQ ILOPV DQG SOD\V WKDW FXW DJDLQVW WKH YHU\
SHRSOH DQG LGHDV WKDW , ZDQWHG WR KHOS¶xviii  SuFK VWDWHPHQWV SRLQW XS VODYHU\¶V
LQIOXHQFHRQ5REHVRQ¶VDFWLYLVPEXWWKH\DOVRHYLGHQFHWKHGLIILFXOWLHVRIFKDOOHQJLQJ
mainstream histories of Black experiences.  In an attempt to distance himself from 
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The Song of Freedom¶V FRQGHVFHQGLQJ YLVLRQ RI $IULFDn lives, Robeson later 
remarked that he only screened the first half of the film before its release, up to, but 
QRW LQFOXGLQJ WKH =LQJDV¶ DUULYDO LQ $IULFDxix  Although this claim was not true, it 
suggests that Robeson undertook his own acts of cultural forgetting in order justify his 
involvement in cinematic misrepresentations of Black histories. 
1HYHUWKHOHVV 5REHVRQ¶V DSSDUHQW GLVVDWLVIDFWLRQ EHOLHV D VRSKLVWLFDWHG
HQJDJHPHQW ZLWK WKH ILOP¶V DHVWKHWLFV DQG QDUUDWLYH  'DZVRQ DWWULEXWHV 5REHVRQ¶V
eventual disavowal of colonial narratives to his interaction with Black intellectuals 
such as Trinidadian writer C. L. R. James at the end of the 1930s.xx  However, 
5REHVRQ ZDV DOUHDG\ FRQWHVWLQJ VXFK µUDFLDO XSOLIW¶ QDUUDWLYHV ZKHQ KH PDGH The 
Song of Freedom, suggesting that he knowingly intervened in colonial ideologies in 
the belief that he could use his stardom to challenge such representations on screen.  
$QH[DPSOHRI5REHVRQ¶VZLOOLQJQHVVWRPHGLDWHUDFLVWSDUDGLJPVFDQEHIRXQGLQKLV
involvement in one of -DPHV¶VSOD\VToussaint Louverture (1936), which was staged 
just a few months before The Song of Freedom was filmed.  Robeson played the title 
role in the production, which dealt with an enslaved man who becomes the first Black 
ruler of Haiti and, like The Song of Freedom, also addressed contemporary issues of 
Black independence.  In her consideration of Toussaint Louverture, Fionnghuala 
Sweeney argues that the play consciously minimized its critique of British 
imperialism in an effort to achieve public notice.  Sweeney asserts that,  
it needed, in the interests of being heard, to posit a set of blameless future 
friendships based on mutual respect and shared culture between the 
former heart of empire and its once-upon-a-time colonial subjects, 
subjects who would remain true to imperial type in the aftermath of 
independence.xxi   
6XFKDUHDGLQJFDQEHDSSOLHGHTXDOO\WR5REHVRQ¶VSUHVHQFHLQThe Song of Freedom.  
7KHVWDU¶VLQYROYHPHQWLQToussaint suggests that he already understood the necessity 
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of mediating the politics of a culture underpinned by colonialism in order to achieve 
the widest possible audience for his vision of an independent African future.  It 
suggests that Robeson was prepared to a negotiate a cultural framework in which 
%ULWDLQ¶V UHVSRQVLELOity for the slave trade would be censored and present colonial 
injustices ignored in order to achieve the wider purpose of humanizing Black subjects 
and pointing up their rights to independence. 
6XFK PHGLDWLRQ DOVR HYLGHQFHV WKH OLPLWV RI 5REHVRQ¶V FRQWURO over his 
cinematic representation and his need to negotiate dominant cultural frameworks in 
order to achieve any kind of positive construction of Black identities onscreen.  It 
ZRXOGEHZURQJWRRYHUHPSKDVL]HWKHH[WHQWRI5REHVRQ¶VDELOLW\WRVKDSHWKHILOP¶V
depiction of Black experiences.  $V0DUN$5HLGREVHUYHV µLW LVDEVXUGWRVXJJHVW
WKDWDQDFWRU HYHQRI3DXO5REHVRQ¶VSURIHVVLRQDO VWDWXUHGHWHUPLQHV WKH UROHV WKDW
WKH ILOP LQGXVWU\RIIHUV¶xxii  Robeson did attempt to make more radical films about 
slave heroism, but these efforts were frustrated. His enduring association with the 
USSR began with a visit to the nation in 1935 to make plans with director Sergei 
Eisenstein for a film about Toussaint Louverture, a project that failed ultimately to 
secure Soviet authority approval.xxiii  Attempts to make a film about Louverture with 
James Whale, Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein, who had worked with Robeson 
on Show Boat (1936), also came to nothing.xxiv  Robeson did manage to express a 
much more radical sentiment in his self-penned prologue to South African 
documentary My Song Goes Forth (1937), over which he acted as narrator, and in 
ZKLFKKHGHFODUHGµ(YHU\IRRWRI$IULFDLVQRZSDUFHOHGRXWDPRQJWKHZKLWHUDFHV
«$IULFDZDVRSHQHGXSE\WKHZKLWHPDQIRUWhe benefit of himself ± to obtain the 
ZHDOWK LW FRQWDLQHG¶xxv  However, this production failed to secure a wide cinematic 
UHOHDVH5REHVRQ¶VVRQ3DXO5REHVRQ-UDVVHUWVWKDWEHFDXVHYHU\IHZUROHVZHUH
 16 
available to Black actors at this time, his fatheUFRPSURPLVHGµKHPDGHDFRQVFLRXV
decision to settle for mediocre but commercial stories with a relatively weak social 
message in order to portray powerful Black male images that could deliver a positive 
FXOWXUDO PHVVDJH¶xxvi  3RLQWLQJ XS WKH SHUIRUPHU¶V Hmphasis on projecting a 
FHOHEUDWRU\VWDULPDJH5REHVRQ-UUHIHUVWRKLVIDWKHU¶VGHFLVLRQWRZRUNPDLQO\ LQ
British cinema as evidence that he recognized that he could only hope to create a 
celebratory vision of Black subjecthood away from Hollywood racial frameworks.xxvii 
Yet, Robeson did still enjoy an unprecedented level of control over both The 
Song of Freedom¶VQDUUDWLYHDQGKLVSHUIRUPDQFH LQ WKHILOP 7KHUROHZDVZULWWHQ
specifically for Robeson with the intention of capitalizing on his stardom and the 
filmmakers pandered to his public image and political concerns.xxviii  In choosing to 
FKDUW=LQJD¶VULVHWRIDPHDVDQLQWHUQDWLRQDORSHUDVLQJHUWKHILOPSRVLWLRQVLWVHOIDVD
semi-ELRJUDSKLFDO FHOHEUDWLRQ RI 5REHVRQ¶V FULWLFDO DQG FRPPHUFLDO VXFFHVV DV D
world-leading concert performer.  Although Robeson denied that the film was 
autobiographical, critics noted similarities between his career trajectory and the 
international fame enjoyed by his character.xxix  Early scenes of Black and white 
dockworkers living and working in harmony, which are exceptional in 1930s British 
FLQHPD DOVR UHIOHFW 5REHVRQ¶V GHVLUH WR DVVRFLDWH KLPVHOI ZLWK WKH SOLJKW RI WKH
laboring classes throughout the world.  Despite its distorted remembrance of slavery 
and crude vision of an uncivilized Africa, the film enables Robeson to transgress 
V%ULWDLQ¶VFRORQLDOLPDJLQDU\E\DOORZLQJKLPWREULQJDXWKRULW\DQGGLJQLW\WR
his performance, thereby positioning himself a Black hero never before seen on 
screen and the rightful ruler of an independent African community.  Suggesting that 
The Song of Freedom µDWRQHG LQ VRPH ZD\V¶ IRU Sanders DQG DOVR µSURYLGHG DQ
antidote to the mass of Hollywood poison being pumped out yearly at the time of its 
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UHOHDVH¶ 3HWHU 1REOH ZULWLQJ LQ WKH V IRFXVHG RQ WKH GLJQLW\ RI 5REHVRQ¶V
SHUIRUPDQFHDIILUPLQJWKDWµ5REHVRQLVVKRZQDVDQDWXUDODULVWRFUDWWKHNLQJRIDQ
$IULFDQ WULEHD VSOHQGLG ILJXUHRIDPDQ¶xxx  Along with Welsh mining drama The 
Proud Valley (1940), The Song of Freedom was one of only two films of which 
Robeson continued to express pride throughout his career.xxxi   
$VZHOODVYHWWLQJWKHILOP¶VVFULSW5REHVRQH[HUFLVHGDSSURYDORYHUWDNHVRI
his songs, suggesting that he enjoyed a significant level of control over his portrayal 
in these sequences.  Throughout the film, audiences express enchantment with 
=LQJD¶VVLQJLQJZKLFKVHUYHVDVDYLVXDOFXH WR WKHYLHZHU WRDSSUHFLDWH5REHVRQ¶V
vocal talents, and the narrative can be read as a series of interludes joining together 
WKH VWDU¶V PXVLFDO SHUIRUPDQFHV  5REHVRQ¶V GHSLFWLRQ LQ WKHVH VFHQHV UHSUHVHQWV D
rare aestheticization of a Black performer in 1930s cinema and a striking visual 
counterpoint to the portrayal of enslaved men earlier in the film.  Given his level of 
control over these scenes, it suggests that he sought deliberately to use his self-image 
WR UXSWXUH WKH ILOP¶V HDUOLHU YLVLRQ RI %ODFN DEMHFWLRQ  ,Q SDUWLFXODU D PRQWDJH
GHSLFWLQJ=LQJD¶VULVHWRIDPHUHFDOOVVW\OLVWLFDOO\WKH0LGGOH3DVVDJHVHTXHQFH\HWLW
reimagines tKH HDUOLHU VFHQH RI HQVODYHPHQW DV D FHOHEUDWLRQ RI =LQJD¶V FULWLFDO DQG
commercial triumph.  Kaleidoscopic imagery featuring allusions to leading European 
cultural venues, plane, train and boat rides, contract signing and cascading money, 
superimposed behind a close-XS VKRW RI 5REHVRQ VLQJLQJ FKDUW =LQJD¶V ULVH WR
stardom.  The experimental photographic and editing techniques employed in this 
VHTXHQFH WR FHOHEUDWH 5REHVRQ¶V FRPPDQGLQJ SK\VLFDO SUHVHQFH DQG YRLFH ZHUH
SUDLVHG DV µUHPDUNDEOH¶ E\ $IULFDQ $PHUican newspaper the New York Amsterdam 
News.xxxii  5REHVRQ¶VUHSUHVHQWDWLRQLQWKLVVFHQHFDOOVLQWRTXHVWLRQWKHILOP¶VFUXGH
memorial to those enslaved, presenting a confident and dignified vision of Black 
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humanity and imagining a future in which Black men and women are respected world 
OHDGHUVDWOHDVWRQWKHFXOWXUDOVWDJH7KHVHTXHQFHDOVRSRLQWVXSVODYHU\¶VLQMXVWLFHV
E\FHOHEUDWLQJ=LQJD¶VIUHHGRPRIPRYHPHQW LQRSSRVLWLRQWRWKHIRUFHGUHPRYDORI
enslaved men depicted in the previous montage and also by allowing him to triumph 
over European capitals responsible for a history of Black oppression.  Such an effect 
UHFDOOVWUDYHO¶VSV\FKRORJLFDOVLJQLILFDQFHIRUHQVODYHGPHQDQGZRPHQDVDPHDQVRI
UHFODLPLQJRQH¶VVHQVHRIVHOILQWKHIDFHRIERQGDJHDQGdispossession, and the scene 
functions as an assertion of Black pride.xxxiii  
7KDW 5REHVRQ VRXJKW WR FUHDWH D SHUIRUPDQFH WKDW ZRXOG VXEYHUW WKH ILOP¶V
dehumanizing portrayal of enslaved subjects is even more clearly in evidence in 
another scene over which he e[HUFLVHG IRRWDJH DSSURYDO WKH SUHPLHUH RI =LQJD¶V
VWDUULQJUROHLQµ7KH%ODFN(PSHURU¶ZKLFKLPPHGLDWHO\IROORZVWKHVHFRQGPRQWDJH
VHTXHQFH$OWKRXJKWKHOHDGLQ/RXLV*UXHQEHUJ¶VRSHUDWLFYHUVLRQRI2¶1HLOO¶V
play was performed not by Robeson but E\ D ZKLWH VLQJHU LQ EODFNIDFH 5REHVRQ¶V
association with the character situates the scene as a self-consciously biographical 
celebration of his stardom and artistry.  The sold-out performance takes place at the 
7KHDWUH5R\DO/RQGRQ¶VROGHVWWKHDWUHZKLFKXQGHUVFRUHV=LQJD¶VSODFHDWWKHKHDUW
RI %ULWDLQ¶V FXOWXUDO HVWDEOLVKPHQW  ,PDJHU\ RI FODSSLQJ KDQGV RYHUOD\LQJ =LQJD¶V
QDPH LQ OLJKWV LQWURGXFH WKH VFHQH ZKLFK HPSKDVL]HV WKH FKDUDFWHU¶V DQG
FRQVHTXHQWO\5REHVRQ¶V IDPH  The sequence, which depiFWV -RQHV¶VGHDWK DOORZV
5REHVRQWRGLVSOD\KLVGUDPDWLFUDQJHDVDQDFWRU5REHVRQ¶VFDUHIXOO\FUDIWHGVHOI-
reflexive interpretation of the role is emotionally expressive and multifaceted: it 
incorporates fear and self-pity but also defiance.  The crawling, cowering figure 
GHSLFWHG DW WKH FOLPD[ RI 2¶1HLOO¶V RULJLQDO VWDJH YHUVLRQ RI The Emperor Jones is 
gone; instead, Jones rises up as he prepares to die.  ,QDIXUWKHUFRQWUDVWWR2¶1HLOO¶V
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play, Jones retains his dignity by committing suicide rather than be murdered by his 
VXEMHFWV,QDOORZLQJ-RQHVWRNLOOKLPVHOIWKHSURGXFWLRQZDVGUDZLQJRQWKHRSHUD¶V
narrative.  Yet The Song of Freedom permits Jones to die with even greater dignity.  
$WWKHHQGRIWKHRSHUD-RQHVGHFODUHVGHIHQVLYHO\µ¶<RXZRQ¶WJLWPH,¶VH(PSHURU
\LW¶xxxiv  +RZHYHULQWKHILOP-RQHVSURFODLPVµ1R-on dares to slay a king except a 
NLQJ DQG DV D NLQJ , GLH¶  7KLV DPHQGPHQW WR -RQHV¶V ILQDO ZRUGV VXJJHVWV WKDW
Robeson exercised approval over, and even possibly wrote, some of his own lines, 
and the actor is physically commanding, rising up as he prepares to shoot himself.  
5REHVRQ WKHUHIRUH UHZRUNV WKH VODYHU\ VHTXHQFH¶VGHSLFWLRQRI%ODFNDEMHFWLRQ LQWR
an authoritative image of Black subjecthood.  In so doing, he makes a claim for Black 
PHQ¶VOHDGHUVKLSFDSDELOLWLHVDQGWKHUHIRUH%ODFNVRFLHWLHV¶ULJKWVWRVHOI-government. 
That Robeson succeeded in creating a film which, for all its cultural 
misrepresentations, was widely regarded as a radical in its depiction of Black pasts 
DQG IXWXUHV LV HYLGHQFHG E\ $IULFDQ $PHULFDQ QHZVSDSHUV¶ DOPRVW XQDQLPRXVO\
positive reactions to the film.  Dan Burley in the New York Amsterdam News recalled 
WKDW µ, KDG WR FRQYLQFH P\VHOI WKDW , ZDVQ¶W LQ D GUHDP¶ ZKLOVW ZDWFKLQJ WKH
production, whiFK KH GHVFULEHG DV µHYHU\WKLQJ WKH 1HJUR KDV ORQJHG WR VHH DERXW
KLPVHOIRQWKHVFUHHQ¶xxxv  Both Burley and Louis Lautier, writing in the Baltimore 
Afro-American FKRVH WR LJQRUH WKH ILOP¶V GLVWRUWLRQV RI VODYHU\ DQG QHJDWLYH
depiction of African cultures and instead emphasized its positive contrast to the racial 
FRGHVRI+ROO\ZRRGZLWK/DXWLHUKDLOLQJWKHILOPDVWKHµILQHVWVWRU\RIFRORUHGIRON
\HW EURXJKW WR WKH VFUHHQ¶ DQG D SURGXFWLRQ WKDW µPXVW EH VHHQ¶xxxvi  Such a view 
appears to have been widely shared by African American audiences.  The Chicago 
Defender FLWHGSURPLQHQWFLWL]HQVRI&KLFDJR¶V6RXWK6LGHDVVKDULQJWKHYLHZWKDWµLW
KDV HYHU\WKLQJ¶xxxvii  $OWKRXJK WKHUH LV IHZ GLUHFW DFFRXQWV RI RUGLQDU\ YLHZHUV¶
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responses to the film, Langston Hughes reporWHG WR(VODQGD5REHVRQ WKDW ³+DUOHP
OLNHG µ6RQJ RI )UHHGRP¶´¶xxxviii  Such views were echoed even in British colonial 
$IULFDZKLFKVHUYHVDVIXUWKHUHYLGHQFHDWWKHVWUHQJWKRI5REHVRQ¶VSHUIRUPDQFHLQ
FKDOOHQJLQJ WKH ILOP¶V SRUWUD\DO RI %ODFN DEMHFWLRQ  )RXUWHHQ \HDUV DIWHU WKH ILOP¶V
RULJLQDO UHOHDVH WKH &RQYHQWLRQ 3HRSOH¶V 3DUW\ ZKLFK ZRXOG VRRQ EHFRPH WKH
governing body of the independent nation of Ghana, screened the film at a meeting 
FHOHEUDWLQJRILWVVHFRQGDQQLYHUVDU\DVWKH*ROG&RDVW¶VLQGHSHQGHQce party. xxxix 
5REHVRQ¶V SHUIRUPDQFH LQ The Song of Freedom represents a deliberate 
engagement with distorting and limited remembrances of the Atlantic slave trade in 
%ULWLVK YLVXDO FXOWXUH WR QHYHUWKHOHVV DVVHUW %ODFN SHRSOH¶V GLJQLW\ DQG $IULFDQ
QDWLRQV¶ ULJKW WR SROLWLFDO LQGHSHQGHQFH  7KH SURGXFWLRQ¶V YLVXDOL]DWLRQ RI WZR
hundred years of Atlantic slavery is an exceptional acknowledgement in UK cinema 
of its atrocities and protracted duration and a striking contrast to the burlesque 
reimaginings of the practice that permeated classical Hollywood and which worked 
both to occlude historical wrongdoings and to mock those who endured them.  
However, the film ultimately denies British culpability for the practice at the same 
time that it dehumanizes Black men.  Further, its reference to slavery is brief and kept 
DWDVDIHWHPSRUDOGLVWDQFHIURPWKHQDWLRQ¶VLQWHUZDULPSHULDOLQWHUYHQWLRQVLQ$IULFD
DQG HOVHZKHUH  1HYHUWKHOHVV 5REHVRQ¶V GHPDQG IRU DXWKRULDO LQIOXHQFH RYHU KLV
representation in the film results in a production that panders to his public image and 
which allows him to construct a character that operates in counterpoint to slavery-
derived fantasies of Black subjects in mainstream cinema.  The film shows how, in 
his effort to articulate the viability of an independent Black future, Robeson 
succeeded in presenting a commanding, dignified and highly aestheticized vision of 
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Black subjecthood never before seen on screen and thus to challenge historical 
misconstructions and omissions of enslaved men and women in British visual culture. 
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